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Faulty Conclusions

This letter is prompted by Rall's editorial
on media and science in the January issue
of EHP (102:10). Rall implies that bad
reporting is being conducted concerning
dioxin, CFCs, and asbestos. Rall concludes

by assuming that he is correct in assigning
a high level of risk to each of these sub-
jects. Accordingly, corrections need to be
made in the editorial policies of science
reporting. His remedy is to make an inter-
nal review of such policies (no doubt
chaired by himself). The purpose,
undoubtedly, would be to establish policies
consistent with Rall's point of view. I take
exception to these conclusions and illus-
trate my point by discussing the case of
dioxin.

My criticism stems from what I consid-
er bad reporting by Rall. Any good article
needs to have complete references cited. In
the case of dioxin, the references were
incomplete, making it very difficult to
check the validity of Rall's conclusions. On
tracking down the study of Fingerhut et al.
[New England Journal of Medicine,
324:212 (1991)], the following conclusion
was made by the authors: "This study of
mortality among workers with occupation-
al exposure to TCDD does not confirm
the high relative risks reported for many
cancers in previous studies. . ." They fur-
ther concluded that the study established
an upper level of risk that could be antici-
pated in humans exposed to a high level of
TCDD. In other words, for the public at
large, the risk is very small, and the report-
ing by the New York Times (as cited by
Rall) is correct that exposure to dioxin "is
now considered by some experts to be no
more risky than spending a week sun-
bathing." To continue to keep the public
stirred up as Rall would do is most inap-
propriate. Unless, of course, you were seek-
ing government funds for more research.

Perhaps Rall should institute his own
recommendation made in his editorial
comment and have opposite views pub-
lished simultaneously with his own. He
would quickly discover that there are a few
people who take exception to his ideas.

W. Brock Neely
EnviroSoft, Inc.

Midland, Michigan
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